Fewer babies were born in the United States last year than in any other year in the past thirty. The birth and the fertility rates in the United States are plunging, and the decline is not expected to slow for more than a decade. The US fertility rate is well below the replacement rate needed to maintain a stable population. This means that the American population will get older in the decades to come. Forty years from now, senior citizens will be 25 percent of the US population. Declining fertility rates mean labor shortages, shrinking tax bases, and insolvent social safety nets. There are social costs to all choices, including the choices of a contraceptive culture-the choices couples make to delay childbirth, to limit the number of children they have, or to avoid childbirth altogether. Of course, the costs of our contraceptive culture are not a surprise to many of the readers of the Linacre Quarterly, but they are worth remembering during this fiftieth anniversary of the promulgation of Humanae vitae.
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It is well known that Pope Paul VI (1968) taught that a contraception mentality would lead to a "general lowering of moral standards," disrespect for and objectification of women, and government intrusion that violates the sovereignty of the family (no. 17). The past few years have demonstrated, in stereo, the veracity of that prophetic expectation. It is clear that the social costs of a contraceptive mentality go beyond the economic and political costs of a selfimposed demographic winter. In fact, writing in his 1994 encyclical Evangelium vitae, Pope St. John Paul II wrote that the most profound costs of our culture's "contraceptive mentality" are that they foster the sense that conceiving and bearing children is unnatural and that the gift of new life is an undesirable inconvenience. The pontiff wrote that "despite their differences of nature and moral gravity, contraception and abortion are often closely connected, as fruits of the same tree." Both contraception and abortion, he said "imply a self-centered concept of freedom, which regards procreation as an obstacle to personal fulfilment. The life which could result from a sexual encounter thus becomes an enemy to be avoided at all costs, and abortion becomes the only possible decisive response to failed contraception." The close connection which exists in mentality, "between the practice of contraception and that of abortion is becoming increasingly obvious," John Paul added. "It is being demonstrated in an alarming way by the development of chemical products, intrauterine devices and vaccines which, distributed with the same ease as contraceptives, really act as abortifacients in the very early stages of the development of the life of the new human being" (John Paul II 1994, no. 13) .
Contraception conditions men and women, and therefore the cultures which they form, to deny the obvious and intrinsic relationship between sex and the conception of new life. Contraception pits couples in a kind of unknowing war with themselves: they seek to discover one another, and themselves, in the intimate embrace of sexuality, while, at the very same time, seeking to deny an essential component of their actual identity. It is as if they are saying to one another, "yes, I'm yours, but not all of me." This subtle and unknowing war with the partner and with the self inevitably leads to alienation, atomization, and, eventually, a kind of loneliness.
These considerations are not merely borne of an abstract reflection on anthropological and theological concepts. These reflections are the fruit of more than three decades of pastoral experience. I have seen the consequences of the use of contraception on marriages, and on husbands and wives, who desire to live in real freedom and real love, but who become despondent over the ways in which denying their fecundity-a reflection of God's own imageleads to a distorted self-image, and a deflated sense of love's full potential. Contraception has robbed couples of the fullness of marital intimacy for decades, and this is an abject tragedy.
Married love, Pope Paul VI wrote in Humanae vitae, is "above all, an act of the free will, whose trust is such that it is meant not only to survive the joys and sorrows of daily life, but also to grow, so that husband and wife become in a way one heart and one soul, and together attain their human fulfillment." Such love, the encyclical said, "is not confined wholly to the loving interchange of husband and wife; it also contrives to go beyond this to bring new life into being." The message of Humanae vitae is that the full experience of married love requires "a love which is total-that very special form of personal friendship in which husband and wife generously share everything, allowing no unreasonable exceptions and not thinking solely of their own convenience. Whoever really loves his partner loves not only for what he receives, but loves that partner for the partner's own sake, content to be able to enrich the other with the gift of himself" (Paul VI 1968, no. 9) .
Such love is a fount of holiness. While the contraceptive mentality requires that we deny fundamental parts of our identity, rendering freedom impossible, true married love, which is open to the gift of life, allows us to discover the richness of being created in God's image. While the contraceptive mentality leads to a stark atomization, and a loneliness, true married love leads to new life, to richer relationships, and to unity with God, who is a communion of love.
The personal, familial, and social effects of the ubiquitous use of contraception are manifestly selfevident. As a pastor, what most concerns me now is how to stem the tide, how to help couples choose to live in accord with God's plan for a joy-filled marriage, which is, demonstrably, God's plan for basic human flourishing. In part, what is important is that couples have witnesses and supports-other couples who have chosen to be open to life, and physicians and medical professionals who understand and support their choices. It is also important that couples have up-to-date and accessible information about natural family planning and that we all work to ensure that our parishes, our communities, and our workplaces have policies and perspectives that are welcoming to families.
This edition of the Linacre Quarterly will reflect on some medical, bioethical, moral, and social issues related to the Gospel of Life and the gift of new life in the marital act. The intellectual formation it can offer will help us to concretely build the conditions that contribute to a culture of life. I urge readers to study this selection of scholarship carefully, for the sake of the flourishing, and the salvation, of those for whom it might be relevant and important. And most of all, I urge that all of us consider carefully how we can give witness to the joy, the peace, and the freedom that come from living according to the Gospel of Life and consider carefully how we can use our professional, personal, or pastoral witness to encourage couples to see the blessings that come through receiving the great gift of new human life.
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